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The Labor Party crisis left few Labor leaders 
unscathed. Whitlam’s credibility, as the man 
who sacked his own ministers over the Arab 
loans affair, was seriously damaged. Hawke 
gained nothing and lost a lot from his over- 
eagerriess to take over the leadership and the 
crude advocacy on his behalf of the Murdoch 
press.
The immediate issue of the affair posed the 
question of how and where political parties 
should obtain their funds. It was especially 
hypocritical for Fraser and the Liberals to play 
holier than thou given the multi-national 
sources of their finances and the substantial 
connections they have with US and other 
imperialist interests. At the same time it is 
strange that so many ALP leaders became 
upset at the offer of funds from the Iraqis 
apparently through fear of 'outside influence’ 
yet have no such qualms about taking 
donations from big business, or accepting the 
immense political advantages of possession of 
wealth and control of the media.
All parties should raise their own money 
from supporters and members for the running 
of their affairs, publications and so on. Such 
donations should be public and open to 
scrutiny, as the Labor Party has several times 
proposed and the conservative parties 
rejected.
But the main issue of the gift affair was never 
that of 'foreign funding’. From the very start it 
was an attempt by conservative and ruling 
class forces to break up the Labor party, get rid 
of Whitlam and demoralise the workers in 
preparation for the coming offensive against 
wage rises, the trade unions and the various 
social movements. The immediate aim was to 
remove Whitlam and replace him with Hawke. 
Despite W h itlam ’s r ig h tw in g  re fo rm is t 
ideology and his pro-business policies while in 
power, he now represents a threat to
establishment interests because of his 
intention to keep pushing the issue of the Kerr 
coup.
Doubtless he has his own reasons for doing 
this, but objectively he is raising issues which 
call into question the workings of the system - 
issues which embarrass the establishment and 
which it would rather forget and have everyone 
else forget. This is why Hawke became their 
choice for Labor leader. He has repeatedly 
said that the past should be forgotten and that 
protests such as Labor members’ walkout on 
Kerr’s opening of parliament are wrong. More 
and more Hawke has emerged as the 
moderating’ influence in the Labor leadership, 
the person w illing and able to hold back the 
workers and others from bold and effective 
struggle.
The role of the government and media in the 
attack on Whitlam and the promotion of 
Hawke did not go unnoticed by the Labor 
movement - indeed they probably helped to 
save Whitlam. (In contemplating Murdoch’s 
heavy handed support for him, Hawke might 
recall the old saying: with friends like that who 
needs enemies?) The seizure of Whitlam’s 
bodyguards’ diaries, together with attorney- 
general E llicott’s threats to charge him with 
seditious libel because of remarks about Kerr, 
show how the establishment will use the 
powers and organs of the state to suppress or 
discredit ‘dangerous’ political opposition. 
More clearly than fo r a long time, the claims of 
the system are being contradicted by its 
practice. It is therefore useful to examine some 
of these claims and the reality behind them.
Of all the myths propagated by capitalist 
politicians and ideologists in support of 
capitalism as the best of all possible societies, 
the most commonly used is the idea that 
capitalist society is ‘free’ and democratic. In 
extolling the system’s virtues, it is rare for
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capitalism to be defended as such; rather the 
capitalist world is portrayed as the ‘free w orld ’ 
and the difference between capitalism and 
socia lism  is posed as being between 
‘dem ocracy ’ and ‘d ic ta to rs h ip ’. Such 
propaganda is assisted by the undemocratic 
practices of many nations identified as 
socialist, but it is essentially false and 
dishonest.
It carefully ignores any discussion of the 
d e fin it io n  and m eaning of the term  
‘democracy’, which usually boils down to the 
right to vote for more than one party, ‘freedom 
of the press’ and freedom of dissent, and 
political association. These are all very 
important freedoms and rights, which should 
be vigorously maintained and extended in any 
fully developed socialist society. Their 
absence or restriction is a serious negative 
feature of socialism which puts brakes on 
further development. But in all capitalist 
societies the above rights are very limited and 
lack real content. Other aspects of democracy 
are ignored, such as the actual opportunities 
for most people to exercise these rights, not to 
mention the extension and decentralisation of 
rights and powers by overcoming the power 
of private wealth and enabling the widest 
participation by all citizens in social decision­
making.
The a b s u rd  le n g th s  to  w h ic h  th e  
propagandists and publicists of capitalism will 
go was shown by the recent publication of a 
map in The Australian. This map purported to 
show the free and the unfree nations in the 
world. The map was divided into three 
categories: ‘free’, ‘partially free' and ‘not free’ 
nations (the latter suitably shaded in black). 45 
per cent of the world ’s population lived in ‘not 
free’ nations while only 20 per cent lived in 
‘free’ ones. This assessment is by ‘Freedom 
House’ (an American non-profit g roupthat has 
been monitoring levels of liberty around the 
world for 24 years’). The assessment is 
supposedly based on political rights (‘the 
ability of individuals to bring about changes in 
government on national and local levels’) and 
civil rights (‘press and radio-TV freedom, and 
the ability of the citizen to speak freely, sue the 
government - and win in court’).
The loaded and narrow nature of this 
definition, and the suspect way it is used by 
‘Freedom House’ can be seen by the fact that 
they decide that Spain, Brazil and South Africa 
are ‘partially free’, while the Soviet Union,
China and Mozambique are not free’. Papua 
New Guinea, which at least has political 
parties and elections, and West Irian, where 
the Indonesians are bloodily suppressing a 
people's independence movement, are both 
shown as ‘partially free'. Even conceding the 
restrictions on rights in the Soviet Union, it is 
incredible that Spain, Brazil and South Africa 
should be judged more ‘free'. Spain is an open 
fascist dictatorship where the democratic 
forces, and especially the working class, and 
its organisations, suffer great repression and 
physical violence. There are no elections in 
Spain, whilethere is an electoral processinthe 
USSR, even if its content is deficient. Brazil’s 
military dictatorship has murdered and 
tortured thousands of its political opponents 
and it is doubtful whether the jungle tribes now 
suffering genocide in the interests of capitalist 
economic development would see even 
‘partial’ freedom in their country. In the name 
of ‘civilisation’, the four million whites in South 
A frica  exercise an open and v io le n t 
dictatorship over the eleven million blacks 
who do not have even the pretence of rights 
and liberties. (At least Freedom House had the 
good grace to choose white as their shading 
for ‘partially free’!)
Yugoslavia, where there is only one political 
party, has an industrial democracy hardly 
matched elsewhere in the world. Freedom 
House lists it as ‘not free’. But it would be 
interesting to ask Yugoslav workers whether 
they consider themselves less free than 
workers in the USA who have no say whatever 
in the running of the workplace and the 
productive process.
The questions of freedom and democracy 
cannot be separated from those of freedom for 
whom, and to do what. In theory anyone can 
become President or Prime Minister in a 
capitalist democracy, but in fact it is those with 
great wealth, or the chosen servants of those 
with great wealth, who almost invariably 
actually make it. In theory there is freedom of 
the press, but only those with a lot of money 
can actually print and distribute a daily 
newspaper or run television and radio stations. 
And for those who have a radically different 
view or who effectively challenge the status 
quo, it is very d ifficult to get a part of the action 
via the ‘free’ media. ‘Freedom of the press’ 
means freedom  fo r ru ling  c lass and 
establishment interests to run the media in
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their own interests and to exclude ord istort by 
their choice the voices of those who oppose 
the system or effectively criticise it even on 
limited grounds.
None of this is new for convinced socialists, 
who know from history, experience and theory 
that the claims of capitalist democracy are 
little supported by the reality of capitalist 
society. The new feature of the present is that 
more people in the capitalist democracies are 
seeing through the claims as the deepening 
economic and social crisis increasingly forces 
the system to drop its mask and show, at least 
partially, some of its true features. The 
concrete expression of this in Australia has 
been the Kerr coup of November 11 last year.
W hile there  was no necessary and 
compelling reason for the ruling class to 
dismiss the Labor government (indeed it can 
be argued that on balance it made a mistake by 
doing so), the need for an outright onslaught 
on the workers’ movement so as to solve the 
economic crisis in capitalist interests (plus 
various international considerations) led the 
ruling class to act in the way it did. It can 
confidently be predicted that as the total crisis 
of capitalist society deepens, the tendency for 
the ruling class to solve its problems, both 
immediate and long term, by such methods 
will strengthen.
The establishment has always portrayed 
Australia as an advanced democracy. Vet the 
realities of the Constitution and the actual 
exercise of power contradict this claim. 
Austra lians p ride  them selves on th e ir 
democratic spirit, and the establishment never 
ceases telling people that we are part of the 
free world. Yet our constitution is archaic and 
undemocratic, even on bourgeois democratic 
grounds. The Kerr coup showed this to large 
numbers of Australians, many more of whom 
have become in te rested  in the real 
mechanisms of power and the role of the state 
in political and social life.
Marxists have long pointed to the role of the 
State in capitalist society as the planner, 
supervisor and guardian of ruling class 
interests as a whole. This general observation 
is backed by a wealth of evidence on the 
workings and behaviour of the State in all 
capitalist societies. The reality of how the 
State works and whose interests it serves is
often hidden by the facade of democracy and 
by the myths which are taught in school and 
repeated endlessly by the media.
The State everywhere exhibits common 
general features, but each has its own 
particular features which are the product of 
the history and society which mould and 
influence it. For these reasons the actual 
mechanisms of the State in Australia need 
examination, both as concrete proof and as 
guide to political action.
The State in Australia has several special 
characteristics which are the product of our 
colonial history, the manner in which we 
became independent and the manner in which 
the nation was formed as a federation of 
separate colonies. The political crisis of last 
year showed up all these features and the 
undemocratic way in which they can be turned 
to self advantage by the ruling class. These 
features are a hangover from the colonial past 
and mean that in several important respects 
Australia is not even a fu lly formed ‘bourgeois 
democracy’, but a bourgeois democracy with 
colonial characteristics.
THE SENATE;
The senate played a key role in bringing 
about the crisis, in a manner which highlighted 
its  u n d e m o c ra t ic  n a tu re . W hen th e  
c o n s t i tu t io n  was d ra w n  up by the  
representatives of the different states, the 
senate was supposed to be the ‘states’ house’ 
which would guarantee the rights of the 
different states - in particular of the smaller 
states. This meant that each state was to be 
represented by an equal number of senators, 
regardless of population. Whatever the 
arguments in favor of this at the time it has led 
to a situation today where 70 per cent of the 
population is represented by 33 percent of the 
senators. This is after 75 years of Federation 
when a national spirit and consciousness has 
grown stronger than the earlier narrow state 
rightism.
In fact, the Senate never has and never will 
act as a “States’ House” or “ House of Review.” 
It is merely another “ Party House” , another 
obstacle which those seeking change have to 
overcome, even though the majority of people 
may vote for them.
As well as this inequality of representation is 
the power which the different states, through 
their governors, have over calling of senate 
e lec tions  and appo in tm en t o f casual
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vacancies. These state powers were all used in 
the events leading up to the Kerr coup The 
senate majority for a refusal of supply was 
obtained in the first instance by a breaking of 
the convention that a casual vacancy is filled 
by a member of the party of the retiring 
senator. When Bjelke-Petersen replaced a 
dead ALP senator with his own conservative 
cho ice  he was c lea rly  go ing  aga inst 
convention and the expressed wish of the 
Queensland electors, yet he had the right to do 
it under the written Constitution. Similarly, 
when Labor was offering a half-senate election 
to break the deadlock on supply, there were 
threats that some state governors would be 
instructed by their governments not to issue 
the writs for the election. In the name of 'state 
rights’ the rights of the majority can thus be 
denied, all according to a supposedly 
democratic constitution.
THE GOVERNOR-GENERAL:
While most Australians probably imagined 
tha t the G-G was a mere ce rem onia l 
figurehead, the Constitution says otherwise, 
and it was the provisions of the Constitution, 
dubiously interpreted and used, which 
allowed Kerr to sack the elected government. 
As Malcolm Turnbull commented in the Nation 
Review last October:
"If a Martian was given a copy of the 
Australian constitution as a guide to 
Australian government he would be 
convinced that the country was run by the 
governor general as a sort of vice-regal 
dictator and that the parliament was a 
somewhat irrelevant debating society on 
the outskirts of Yarralumla."
That the governors and governor general 
exist at all is a product of the fact that Australia 
did not fight a war for its independence as 
America did. The British learnt from their 
American defeat, gave in much more readily to 
Australian demands for independence and 
were therefore in a position to exert direct and 
indirect influences on the formation of the 
ruling elite and its ideology. At the time of 
Federation these in fluences showed 
themselves in various ways in the constitution. 
Long after institutions like the governors lost 
even these reasons for existence they were 
kept on by the ruling class as a useful 'second 
line’ of defence of their interests, to be brought 
into play, like the police and the army, when 
necessary.
Even those institutions which on the face of 
it are democratic, so often operate in a 
blatantly undemocratic way. The electoral 
process itse lf is m an ipu la ted  by the 
conservative forces so that conservative 
parties, especially the Country Party, are over­
represented in the parliaments. Bjelke- 
Petersen’s government represents his own 
drawing of election boundaries far more than 
the wishes of the electors. With 20 per cent of 
the vote his National Party gets more seats 
than the Liberals with 28 per cent and Labor 
with about 40 per cent. For those who talk 
about state rights it is interesting to note that a 
40 percent Labor vote in Queensland obtained 
just one seat out of 18. A similar, though not so 
blatant, situation applies in Victoria. And in the 
Federal election, Labor with its 43 per cent 
vote manages 28 per cent of seats.
Even more reveal ing of the real operations of 
the capitalist state are the backstage dealings 
whereby the non-e lected  w ea lthy and 
powerful interests exert their influence. Much 
of this is hidden, but the fact that politicians 
and governments are so influenced is no 
secret. A recent glimpse of the precise ways in 
which influence is exerted was given by an 
article in the National Times on Rupert 
Murdoch. It detailed the history of the 
relationship between Whitlam and Murdoch - 
how Murdoch supported Labor’s election, met 
regularly with Whitlam (who, according to the 
s to ry , ke p t h is  d is ta n c e )  and th e n , 
disenchanted with ‘socialism’, became a 
strong opponent of Labor and commenced 
meeting with Fraser At the end of the story we 
see that Murdoch has not yet given up his 
attempts to influence the ALP At a drinking 
session with Hawke and Peacock, Liberal 
foreign affairs minister, Murdoch ‘offered a 
hand to someone he sees as a future Labor 
leader’. Already in July last year, Murdoch was 
saying that “ Hawke was the right man to lead 
the ALP in future.' Aside from the revealing 
company which Hawke keeps (earlier that day 
he was with Kerry Packer of Consolidated 
Press), we see here the incessant attempts to 
influence even Labor’s leaders, to make sure 
that they never ‘get out of hand’, and if they do, 
that they can be replaced by others who will 
more readily toe the line. The role of the 
Murdoch press in the get Whitlam’ campaign, 
can in this light be more easily understood.
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Perhaps the most revealing comment of all 
in the  a r t ic le  com es fro m  G raham  
Freudenberg, W h itlam ’s speech w rite r 
According to him, in Whitlam’s first year as 
prime minister, "Murdoch was in his office a 
couple of times. Gough would have seen Sir 
Philip Jones of the Herald and Weekly Times 
and Sir Warwick Fairfax of the Sydney 
Morning Herald at least as often But it is part 
of the established system that the prime 
minister sees these two.”
This is an interesting admission from 
someone who saw the system at close 
quarters. Consultations between the prime 
minister and two powerful media barons do 
not simply exist, they are part and parcel of the 
'established (Establishment?) system'. The 
people can have their elections and vote every 
three years, but that will not change the inner 
workings whereby ruling class representatives 
have a direct line to the prime minister and 
government.
Increas ing ly  the w ork ing -c la ss  and 
progressive movements may now realise the 
loaded and biased nature of the system, and 
the need to go beyond it. Recognition of how 
the ruling class makes and breaks the rules to 
s u it i ts e lf  is b e g in n in g  to  lead  to 
d is illu s io n m e n t w ith  the parliam enta ry  
process. This d is illu s io n m e n t is even 
spreading into the ranks of the Labor Party: 
Senator Cavanagh speaking to demonstrators 
at the opening of Parliament, said that he had 
obtained more for the workers outside 
parliament than in his twelve years inside.
Late-developing rebel Donald Horne draws 
even more sweeping conclusions:
"When Whitlam was sacked by Kerr he went 
back to the Lodge and drafted a motion to put 
before Parliament. He didn’t act like a figure 
from British history using modern methods to 
defend freedom against a tyrant. Hedidn’t ring 
up Bob Hawke and ask for a general strike. He 
didn't ring up the Australian Union of Students 
and ask them to get 10,000 students to picket 
Government House ... A good reason for not 
doing so is that it may not have worked ... I 
can t think of any other good reason ... I am 
aware of the argument that there is liberty in 
order. But this can mean that those who 
exercise forebearance are the losers. One side 
breaks the rules by redefining them; then the 
losers are to le ran t" (Death of the Lucky 
Country, pp.89-90)
Such a conclusion, drawn by large numbers 
of people, is what the Establishment fears, as 
well they may, and why they want so 
desperately to have it all forgotten and to put 
restrictions on unions and other bodies of 
people engaging in political action. That is the 
only way that the State, which ultimately rests 
on fo rc e  (th e  G o v e rn o r-G e n e ra l is 
Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces), 
could be successfully challenged, as marxists 
have always maintained.
Yet. for all that the system is being called 
into question and disillusioning many who 
formerly supported it, the propaganda that 
capitalism is the most democratic system is 
still very strong and appealing. The task of 
exposing the emptiness of the system’s claims 
to democracy should be vigorously pursued at 
every opportunity. This is not made easier by 
the fact that many people see bureaucratic 
socialism as the only alternative to capitalism. 
Because of the absence of some basic 
democratic rights in bureaucratic socialist 
countries, many stick to the devil they know, 
despite its defects.
This makes it all the more necessary for the 
so c ia lis t m ovem ent in the ca p ita lis t 
democracies to project a third alternative: a 
self-managed socialism in which the vast 
majority will have far wider civil liberties and 
democratic rights than in any previous society, 
and will have the right to participate in 
decision-making at all levels in a real and not 
just formal way, as for instance in the self­
management of a factory.
Democracy, freedom, rights and liberties 
are and will be big issues in the struggle 
between classes and social systems. This 
arena in the 'battle of ideas’, where the 
apologists of capitalism have for too long had 
things their own way, must be given the 
needed attention by the left. It includes an 
extensive program of reform such as abolition 
of Governors and upper houses, proportional 
representation in elections, and control over 
the private media monopoly mainly by the 
journalists, printers and other workers within 
it. And it especially includes propagation of 
the justice and necessity of grassroots action 
to defend democratic rights and achieve even 
reforms, as well as more far-reaching social 
change.
B.A.. March 12, 1976.
